
P.O
. B

ox
 2

74
06

Kn
ox

vi
lle

, T
N

 3
79

27
-7

40
6

86
5-

52
4-

39
26

N
on

-P
ro

fit
 O

rg
.

U
.S

. P
O

ST
A

G
E

PA
ID

K
no

xv
ill

e,
 T

N
Pe

rm
it 

N
o.

 9
81 The

Home

Journey

Compassion • Accountability • Results

April 2019

www.vmcinc.org

The Best Possible Thing!
In Volunteer Ministry Center’s efforts to end homelessness, we believe that the first 
step to recovery is home.   As Matthew Desmond cites in his book, Eviction, home 
is the primary basis of life.  Home is “where meals are shared, quiet habits formed, 
dreams confessed, and traditions created.”  

I hope that you have noticed that VMC’s tagline is “Opening Doors for a Better 
Tomorrow.”   We use that line to be reminded that a door in the tag line is not a 
metaphor but is about a real, tangible door.   The door to permanent housing provides 
access and opportunity for a table of prepared meals, a room to love and be loved, and 
a chair to imagine all the possibilities of life while celebrating milestones and holidays.

The first step, indeed, to recovery is home.

For a few of those served by VMC, the first step to recovery is often a ticket, a ticket 
home.   

“Jerry” (not his real name) is a military veteran who found himself in Knoxville 
anticipating employment, but it fell through late in the Fall of 2018.   Quickly, he 
found himself homeless.

With the winter season approaching and experiencing the chill in the air already, 
Jerry deplored the  thoughts of being exposed to the cold and winter elements.  So, he 
turned to what he knew best, the Veterans Administration.

The social worker at the VA reached out to VMC regarding our “Family Unification” 
program, a collaboration with the City of Knoxville’s Office on Homelessness and 
VMC. 

The Family Unification program is created to assist those who are experiencing 
homelessness in Knoxville, but have a stable, permanent housing option in another 
community.  The program is designed mainly for those who are living in unsheltered 
locations.  

In order to access the program, potential 
clients must be screened by KPD’s Officer 
Thomas Clinton who works exclusively with 
those experiencing homelessness.  Once it is 
determined that there are no legal barriers to 
the client moving to a new location, Officer 
Clinton arranges an interview with VMC staff.  

In this interview, information about the length 
of time the person has been in Knoxville 
and their reasons for coming to Knoxville is 
collected.  VMC staff contacts the person with 
whom the client will be living and confirms 
that the client can live long-term with the 
person without putting that person’s housing 
at risk.  The person providing the housing is 
asked to meet the client upon arrival at the 
destination.  VMC staff purchases the ticket for 
the transportation.  

I recently heard a candidate for political office discuss their 
proposed options to confront some persistent social issues.   
The candidate, in providing a commentary on the ways that 
the problem had been and was being discussed, suggests 
that most banter seem to center around “admiration.”    She 
concluded, “We end up admiring the problem.”   
She does have a provocative insight.

Like many of you, I am interested in solutions.    

Identifying the problem is the first step to posing a key.   But 
far too many times, we don’t get beyond the first step.   Not so 
with a national company as reported in a major news source 
outlet recently, or so it seems.    
 
Without identifying either, the opening line in the new report 

states, “The founders of [X company] sought to create a company that would solve one of 
the biggest problems homeless people face….” 
 
I give credit to the company for identifying the problem of the experience of 
homelessness.   Homelessness is a devastating and demeaning experience.   

To my disappointment, however, the news report and the company did not live up to the 
hype.    “The founders of [X company] sought to create a company that would solve one 
of the biggest problems homeless people face — a need for socks.” 

Socks?  Socks!

Indeed, here the problem is more than being admired, it is glorified.   I do wish that 
socks would and could be the remedy.

With the notable and visible signs of homelessness on the Broadway corridor, the scale is 
often tipped in favor of identifying the problem, stating the problem and then doubling 
down on both.   Proposed and implemented solutions are often downplayed or ignored.

VMC believes in doors.  Tangible doors. 
 
Kirsten Anderberg, who experienced homelessness as teenager writes, “Locking 
doors are a privilege. If you don't have physical locking doors, you will make mental 
locking doors, as exemplified by the ‘bag lady’ who appears oblivious to those around 
her in public. Mental doors are a form of sanity, not insanity. …[people experiencing 
homelessness] cannot safely open locked mental doors until there are safe physical doors 
to replace them." 

The solution to homelessness is simply home.   Getting there can be protracted and 
lengthy, but a home is the remedy.   If you don’t believe me, just ask "Jerry".

Until everyone has a home,

Rev. Bruce W.  Spangler
Chief Executive Officer

From the CEO’s Desk: 
Admiring the Problem?
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LEAVE A LEGACY
Leaving a legacy is the desire to be remembered for what you have contributed in 
life.  Our inner nature drives us to have a significant meaning or purpose to fulfill.  
For most, our legacy is modest, as we haven’t single-handedly changed the world.  
However, that doesn’t mean that you can’t make a lasting impact on someone’s or 
several persons' lives.

Leaving a legacy to the Volunteer Ministry Center can and will have a lasting 
impact.  Your generosity will provide a platform for sustainability for years to 
come ensuring that those individuals who are experiencing homelessness have 
the opportunity for a home; and those in crisis will be spared from falling into 
homelessness.  

If you have not yet considered making a legacy gift to VMC, we ask that you do 
so.    There are several avenues by which to do this:  Bequest in a Will, Beneficiary 
Designation on an IRA or Bank Account, Trusts & Annuities, and others.  And, 
gifts to VMC’s Endowment Fund can be made at any time.

We welcome the opportunity to discuss ways you can leave a legacy to VMC.  
Please call the VMC Development Department at 865-524-3926x229 or visit our 
website, www.vmcinc.org.

The Volunteer Ministry Center  
Presents  

Carry the Torch Knoxville 
Featuring Author of   

Welcome Homeless: One Man’s  
Journey of Discovering the  

Meaning of Home  
 

Alan Graham 
 
 

Wednesday, April 24, 2019 
10:00 am -  2:00 pm 

Knoxville Convention Center 
Mission Fair 10:00 am-11:30 am 

Lunch and Program 11:45 am-1:00 pm 
Book Signing 1:00 pm-2:00 pm 

For additional information contact Mary Beth Ramey at 524-3926 x 229 or visit  
carrythetorchknoxville.com 

Honorary Chair 
The Reverend Peter Keese 



VMC Happenings

Linda, Cheryl, and Ron with the TN Department of Safety bring their 
mobile “driver’s license station” on a monthly basis to VMC.

Team Health Chairman and Co-Founder, 
Dr. Lynn Massingale, and Team Health 
CEO, Leif Murphy, present a $10,000 
check to VMC CEO Bruce Spangler, 
along with Mary Beth Ramey, VMC Chief 
Development Officer, and Gabrielle Cline-
Snell, VMC Chief Clinical Services Officer.  
Thank You to Team Health and everyone 
who participated in the Team Health 
Cares Holiday Campaign! 

As a reminder that our community does care, Allison, Mikayla and 
Shelby with the UT Student Athlete Assn. delivered signed Valentine’s 

Day cards for our neighbors.

The Smile 180 Foundation and Delta 
Dental recently awarded the VMC 

Dental Clinic a grant for a Digital X-ray 
System.  Dental Clinic Coordinator, 

Paula Mays, is excited to have this new 
equipment.

. . . Continued from front What’s the Buzz About the 
Low-Barrier Shelter?

Since late 2017, there have been forty-two (42) “Jerry’s” who have been reunited 
with family.   We know of those reunions as VMC staff follows up to confirm that 
the client arrived at the intended location.

During his interview with VMC staff, Jerry shared that his former command 
sergeant who lives in his hometown could offer much needed help.    After 
discussing the matter with VMC’s social worker, the sergeant offered a place for 
Jerry to live.  Transportation was arranged and the bus ticket took him home.  
Jerry would not be homeless during the holidays.

A month later, a follow-up phone call was made by the VMC social worker.   

Jerry was eager to report that he had connected with the local VA and that he 
also has a job.  Even more eager to share, he added that he is registered to attend 
college in the spring.  

Reflecting on his journey, he excitedly said that getting back home “was the best 
thing that could have happened to me.”

No matter how you get there, home is the best recovery tool.   

Sometimes, a ticket may be needed to get you there.

In a radio interview some years ago, a man who was experiencing 
homelessness explained why he did not come inside to a shelter.   “All I can 
say is that my fear of the unknown, of what might be waiting for me at that 
shelter, was worse than my fear of the known risk, you know, of staying out 
on the street. That was where I was comfortable. And I think people, we're 
creatures of habit. We get comfortable in the most uncomfortable positions, 
and that just becomes home.”

Until recently, many like this individual were prominently visible on 
Broadway under the bridge, in the shadows of the I-40 overpass.   
In late 2017, the Knoxville/Knox County Homeless Coalition wanted to 
learn more about those gathering under the bridge.   On any given night, 
40-50 people were sleeping in makeshift camps of cardboard, sheets, and 
plastic, abiding in an environment that was reeking with urine and feces 
and where endangerment was lurking at every corner.  During the day 
however, the crowd was more than double, but it was discovered that most 
of these were individuals “trafficking” in drugs, sex trade, and other illicit 
activities. 

But why would people camp in such an environment?  Is that known 
atmosphere really more comfortable and less risky than coming inside to a 
traditional emergency shelter?  If so, what could be a helpful and hopeful 
response to change the situation?

Recently, VMC announced plans to provide a low-barrier, housing-focused 
emergency shelter to address the needs of those under the I-40 overpass.  
The vacant Salvation Army thrift store will be renovated to meet the 
challenging needs of 40 to 50 people. As a collaboration with the Salvation 
Army, the shelter will bear the name “The Foyer” as it is designed to 
become an “entrance” to securing permanent housing.

From the Coalition’s study and through the efforts of VMC’s Street 
Outreach workers, it became evident that the presence of those in close 
proximity to but not accessing services, revealed a desire for help, not an 
indifference to it.  Most respondents said they wanted services, but the 
existing offerings were not helpful and/or accessible given their situation.  
Therefore, and though camping out under the bridge was extremely 
“uncomfortable,” it became “comfortable” when faced with a choice of a 
large crowd, drug and/or alcohol testing, or separation from a companion 
among other reasons for not choosing the present shelter options.

With operating hours from 4:30pm to 8:00am, a referral by a Street 
Outreach worker will be required to enter The Foyer where participants will 
begin the process of achieving permanent housing through a relationship 
with a Housing Case Manager.  The length of stay is determined by the 
willingness to work towards housing and thus will not have a time limit.

Each participant will be in a safe, helpful and hopeful environment during 
this time of seeking permanent housing.

As renovations begin, The Foyer will open late this summer or early fall.
In the days to come, the buzz about The Foyer will be about stories of those 
who once rested their heads under the shadow of an overpass but now rest 
in the light of their own place. Home.

We Have a Home Now!

Valeria, center, moved into her new apartment thanks to the 
assistance and encouragement from case manager Stephanie 
Mayes, and VMC Resource  Center Director, Vanessa Hensley.

Michael is enjoying his new life in his 
apartment after years of sleeping on 

the streets or in a shelter.

Robert, with the help of his case manager, 
Stephanie Mayes, now has a home after 

nine years of experiencing homelessness.

Ronnie is all smiles showing off his key to his new 
apartment presented to him by Resource Center Director 

Vanessa Hensley.

Jeffrey signs a lease for 
his apartment at Minvilla 

Manor ending seven years of 
homelessness.

Immediate 
Needs

• Tennis shoes/sneakers
• Socks for men and women
• Boxers for men – all sizes
• Underwear for women  -  

       all sizes
• Deodorant 
• Toothpaste
• Toothbrushes
• Shampoo

By:  Bruce W. Spangler

By:  Bruce W. Spangler

The VMC keychain 
with keys to a 
home, a new life, 
and a better 
tomorrow. 

The generosity of our supporters ensures 
this for everyone who achieves housing!

A LIFE SAVED!!!
VMC case managers are caring and compassionate and treat all neighbors 
with dignity and respect.  They don’t hesitate to go the extra mile to provide 
help.  The following story is just one example of how invested they are in their 
work.   What they do is not merely a job, it is a calling.

A gentleman came to VMC for a CHAMP assessment. (CHAMP is the process 
for our homeless neighbors to determine their vulnerability and insure 
that those categorized as high risk are a priority to receive services.)  It was 
evident that the man had medical issues.  Sarah Bradsher, the VMC case 
manager assessing him, recognized that he was a veteran and immediately 
coordinated with VOA (Volunteers of America whose offices are on the VMC 
campus) for this man to receive help.  The case manager with VOA contacted 
the VA Annex and they said they could see him.  It was obvious that this 
gentleman could not navigate the bus on his own so VMC’s street outreach 
case managers, Megan Lappas and Dyrl Higdon, took him to the VA office at 
Downtown West.

Staff at the VA office informed the case manager with VOA that this 
gentleman was extremely ill and had to be transported by ambulance to 

the hospital from the 
VA office.  The case 
manager with VOA 
commented that If VMC 
had not been able to 
provide transportation 
for this man to the VA 
Office that he may very 
well have passed away 
on the street that night.   
She added to thank our 
staff and let them know 
how their concern and 
immediate action saved 
this man’s life.

By:  Mary Beth Ramey
Outreach Case Manager Megan Lappas with  
Provisional Case Manager Sarah Bradsher –  

not pictured is Dyrl Higdon, Outreach Case Manager


